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ROCKINGHAM BAY RIVER SYSTEM 
[By J. W. COLLINSON, F.R.G.S.A., Hon. Life Member 
of The Historical Society of Queensland] 
(Contributed at the meeting of The Historical Society 
of Queensland on 26th August 1954) 
Geographical Features 
The area of this district can best be described as 
a vast triangle, the base resting on Rockingham Bay 
and the apex at the Tully Falls. From Maria Creek and 
Clump Point and facing north-east and east the view 
seawards comprises Dunk Island, the Family Group, 
Brooke Island, Gould Island and the north end of 
Hinchinbrook Island, with Cardwell nestling on the sea 
shore at the south-east angle at the northern entrance 
to Hinchinbrook Channel. The southern and south-
western side is bounded by the Cardwell Range, an out-
lier from the Evelyn Tableland, a watershed for the 
Herbert River on its western slope, and extending from 
the shore of Hinchinbrook Channel to the upper waters 
of the Tully near Ravenshoe. On the north-west and 
north is the Walter Hill Range, separating the waters 
of Liverpool Creek, Moresby River, and the South 
Johnstone .on its northern slopes, and ending at the sea 
in the hills around Clump Point and Maria Creek. 
Rivers 
In the triangle thus formed will be found the 
heads of the Kennedy, Dallachy, Murray, Tully, and 
Hull Rivers, with various important tributary streams 
rising in the outlier ranges from the main system. 
This main Cardwell system makes contact with the 
Dividing Range near Herberton and it is on its eastern 
tablelands and slopes that the great rain-forest belt 
of the north-eastern coast of Queensland has its be-
ginning. The estuaries of these rivers form a tract of 
flat land, much of it subject to inundation, mangroves 
on the tidal waters, lagoons, marshes, dense vine 
scrubs, and ti-tree flats, and in the rising country, 
heavily timbered on the river banks, with forest and 
black soil plains on the adjacent country. The salt-
water inlets and river mouths, with the dense man-
grove fringe on the coast proved insurmountable to 
Kennedy with his horses and drays, and gave no indica-
tion of agricultural possibilities in what appeared to 
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be only a very limited area to the foot of the mountain 
slopes. (See paper this Journal "The Kennedy Expedi-
tion.") 
Industries 
The coastal fringe and the banks of the principal 
water-ways were early explored by timber-getters for 
pine, silky oak and beech, little or no cedar was found 
near the tidal waters south of Liverpool Creek. In 
later years cedar was obtained from the scrubs at 
Coachable and Upper Tully. 
Dugong and beche-de-mer fishing belonged to the 
industries of the early days, and Cardwell became re-
nowned for its fishing. The weed on which the dugong 
feeds was plentiful in parts of the bay and in Hinchin-
brook Channel. Several beche-de-mer stations on the 
islands and the Barrier Reef made Cardwell the depot 
for supplies. 
The Rivers of Rockingham Bay 
The magnificent configuration of the coast gives 
some indication of watersheds and rivers, and it is 
therefore to be expected that in the flat delta of the 
Bay, streams of some magnitude should find their way 
to the sea. In that semicircle from Cardwell to Clump 
Point four river streams are to be found, first in im-
portance the Tully and Murray Rivers. Each of these 
drain an immense area of mountain chain, the Tully 
taking its rise only a short distance from the Atherton 
and Evelyn Tablelands. To the North the Walter Hill 
Range divides the watershed of Maria and Liverpool 
Creeks and the South Johnstone River. 
The Tully drains a great area extending fan-
shaped into the Cardwell Range where it joins the 
Evelyn Tableland, its principal tributaries being the 
Coachable, Culpa and Davidson Creeks, and Jarra and 
Banyan Creeks. Only a short distance from Ravenshoe 
is the famous Tully Falls. Access to the headwaters 
of the Tully is being provided by a well-constructed 
P.E.I, road, now being gradually extended beyond 
Jarra Creek to link with the existing road from Raven-
shoe to the Falls, and to tap the vast resources of 
timber in the valley. Culpa Creek was best knovm in 
the eighties through the discovery of alluvial gold by 
Geoff. Waites, George Clarke and M. O'Leary, a limited 
field of no sensational importance, carrying at its best 
only a few prospectors. Outlier spurs of the Cardwell 
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Range separating the Rockingham Bay rivers from 
the Herbert also give rise to the tributaries of the 
Murray River, across the head waters of which Ken-
nedy must have struggled before reaching the more 
open country on the western side of the range. On 
reaching the flat country there is no apparent divide 
between the Tully and Murray which enter the sea 
about two miles apart, in fact in a heavy inundation the 
waters of the two rivers coalesce on the flat land. Both 
these rivers are navigable for some miles, and in the 
early days small coastal steamers such as the "Tully," 
"Seymour," "Star of Hope," "Muriel," and "Arakoon" 
made regular trips from Townsville. The "Star of 
Hope," "Arakoon," and "Seymour" being the best re-
membered. Tyson's Landing on the Tully, and the Bluff 
on the Murray marked the limit of navigation for these 
steamers, but both rivers were used by Chinese sam-
pans and punts, and for rafting timber on tidal waters. 
The Hull River served the needs of the timber-getters 
and Chinese banana growers of the early days, but was 
only available for small steamers and timber schooners 
for a few miles. 
Dallachy Creek and Wreck Creek at the Cardwell 
end of the Bay are little better than saltwater inlets 
of no importance, but Meunga Creek at first known as 
Saltwater, received as its principal tributary the Ken-
nedy River, on which, where the railway crosses it, are 
the Standply Timber mills, also the sawmills operated 
by Brown and Broad. Reference to this river will be 
found in the narration of the overland telegraph line, 
and in other accounts of the early days elsewhere in 
this history of the district. 
One other small stream, the 5 Mile Creek, empty-
ing into Hinchinbrook Channel to the south of Card-
well, was noted for its stream tin, and also for the meat 
works on its tidal waters. The limit of this district to 
the south lies in the vicinity of Conn Creek named after 
the settler whose tragic end by the hands of the blacks 
is elsewhere recorded. 
The only streams of importance that enter the Bay 
between Clump Point and Oyster Point at Cardwell are 
the Hull, Mackay (now Tully), and the Murray Rivers. 
Exploration 
Early navigators had little or no inducement to 
land on the coast, at Rockingham Bay, except to note 
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the presence of fresh water. The coast littoral was 
limited, with forbidding shoal water and mangrove 
swamps. Capt. P. P. King's chart published in 1824 
has no information of the rivers. The next official con-
tribution to a knowledge of the Bay was the visit of 
Captain Francis Blackwood, R.N. of H.M.S. "Fly" in 
1843. He spent a fortnight surveying the Bay, and 
Hinchinbrook Channel was discovered and named. 
"Several streams of fresh water . . . one in the north 
western part of the bay, explored by Captain Black-
wood . . . stated to be of considerable size. Two others 
traced by Lieut. Ince, Mr. Pym and myself . . . lined 
with thick jungle . . . mud flats . . . ended without 
assuming any feature of importance." (Jukes, London 
1847) p. 91. There was a Mr. Mackay on board as 
appears at p. 99. "I went ashore with Captain Black-
w o^od and Mr. Mackay" (i.e. at Cape Melville) and on 
the next page "giving my gun to Mackay." Midship-
men were mentioned in those days by the courtesy 
title only. If Mackay was with Blackwood when the 
first river was explored, what is now known as the Hull 
may have appeared in the log of the "Fly" as Mackay, 
and possibly charted. 
Thus the Mackay River was apparently named five 
years before the visit of the "Rattlesnake" in 1848, 
yet it may not have appeared on the chart in possession 
of Captain Owen Stanley. McGilUvray, in the "Nar-
rative of the Voyage of the 'Rattlesnake' " (London, 
1852) quotes William Carron's narrative of the landing 
of Kennedy's expedition, "after landing . . . travelling 
about two miles we came to a large river, emptying 
itself in Rockingham Bay." A foot-note is added "Mac-
kay River of the Admiralty chart of Rockingham 
Bay." The reference is wrong, the first river is that 
now known as the Hull. But McGillivray may have seen 
a chart in London issued after 1843, but not available 
to Capt. Owen Stanley in 1848. 
So little was known of the coastline that a copy 
of the chart issued in 1867, contains the work of Black-
wood's "Fly," Richards' "Hecate" and Nares' "Sala-
mander" and has only four named features on the coast 
of the Bay, i.e. Tam O'Shanter Point, Kennedy Bay, 
Mackay River in its proper place, and the town site of 
Cardwell. Features not named are a river between Ken-
nedy Bay and north of the Mackay, partly explored. 
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and another river south of the Mackay marked "fresh 
water." This chart showed all corrections 1849 to 1867. 
Definitely the Mackay was named before 1848, but it is 
not clear if on the chart that McGillivray saw, it was 
shown against the stream to the north-west (now 
named the Hull), and later corrected. 
But confusion took place later, as the "Hecate" did 
not have the latest corrections, though Captain Rich-
ards would have some knowledge of the work of pre-
vious surveys. If Ling Roth's "Port of Mackay" had 
all the information he would not have ascribed to Cap-
tain Richards of the "Hecate" the naming of the Mac-
kay River in Rockingham Bay which was named at 
least before McGillivray published his work in 1852. 
The responsibility for the error seems to rest with Ling 
Roth p. 45. Logan Jack was also led astray, but he 
seemed aware of a mistake in the indentity of the two 
rivers only. The Murray River was not named till after 
the settlement of Cardwell in 1864. It is the stream 
shown as "Fresh Water" in the chart of 1867 men-
tioned above. On the "Pioneer's" first visit en route 
to Somerset in 1862, Walter Hill described the ascent 
of two rivers two miles apart, the first of which seems 
to correspond with that named "Fresh Water" on the 
Admiralty Chart No. 1948, and not explored. The other 
which Walter Hill calls the Mackay two miles to the 
north was ascended and was certainly not the Hull, 
which was not named till after 1871. 
Early Settlement 
But in 1865, Walter Hill was sent to Rockingham 
Bay to set apart reservations for botanical gardens, 
and his report in Votes & Proceedings deals with 
Meunga Creek, Mackay River, and an un-named river, 
which he calls the MacAlister, now known as the Mur-
ray. Inspector John Murray and Sub-inspr. Uhr of the 
Native Police assisted him on this trip. John Murray 
took up blocks of land, (10 & 10A) near the Police sta-
tion at Cardwell in his own and his wife's name. Deeds 
for these issued in 1878. Eden, ("My Wife & I in 
Q'land") clearly proves the river was named the Mur-
ray before he arrived there in 1867. R. A. Johnstone, 
"Spinifex & Wattle" says the river was named after 
John Murray. Prof. Cumbrae Stewart also makes the 
same statement, ("Courier" 24/1/25) though he may 
have relied on Johnstone's memoirs. 
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The Hull River is first officially mentioned in the 
"Diary of a Surveyor" ("Courier" 17/10/71 and 
16/12/71). Described as a new river to the north of 
the Mackay River, it was ascended and proved deep and 
very tortuous. There is no record of this in the Sur-
vey Office, but is easily identified with the field book 
of the survey of a block on the Murray River carried 
out by Alfred A. Hull in 1871. It is reasonable to as-
sume the river was named after him. Another of the 
same name, Phillip J. Hull, was clerk of the Divisional 
Board in 1894, but there does not seem to be any con-
nection between them. 
